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Text, Script, and Media
New Observations on Scribal Activity

in the Ancient Near East

SCOTT B. NOEGEL

Living in an age of microchips and monitors, one might think that the
ancient eras that saw the heyday of the stylus share nothing in common
with our baud-rate generation. Yet,as Edward Mendelson wrote in a

. report on Web sites created by Benedictinemonks,

the relations between modem Web sites and medieval scriptoria, or

writing rooms, is even closer than these monks may have guessed. The

technology that connects millions of pa~es on the World Wide Web

. derives Ultimately from techniques invented by the scribes and scholars
who copied out the Bible more than a thousand years ago.1

Mendelson's repQrt focused primarily on the similarity of biblical cross-

referencing systems to Web links, but it also offered new ways of look-
ing at the role of media within the matrix of ancient scribal culture:

The marginal references to the Bible and the hyperlinks of the World

Wide Web may be the only two systen\.s.~ver invented that give.con-

crete expression to the idea that everything in the world hangs

together-that every event, every fact, every datum is connected to

every other. Where the two systems differ drastically is in what their
connections mean.2

Mendelson's remark illustrates how cyb~edia have forced us to

rethink both modem and ancient text-related issues and suggeststhat
these two types of issues may not be altogether dissimilar or, at least,

unworthy of comparison. Indeed, I would suggest that our modem expe-
riences as technophiles offer new insights into issues of text and con-

text in scribal systems antedating even the Middle Ages.
In this essay, I would like to take a step in this direction by examin-

ing scribal activities in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and ancient Israel

from the standpoint of t;he following cyberinduced. issues: the cultural
context of, and attitudes toward, script and various textual media; the
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fonnative role of ascript and the physical medium in shaping the cul-
tural conception of language; the cultural significance of the composi-
tional structure of various written media; and the cognitive function of

images as text. My remarks will be exploratory and will remain cursory
but will, I hope, suggest new avenues for research.

I begin with the general ancient Near Eastern cultural context of script
and the textual medium, a context that cannot be understood without

acknowledgment of the ancient widespread belief in the inherent power
of words, both human and divine.3 As Georg~s Contenau has written,

Since to know and pronounce the name of an object instantly endowed

it with reality, and created power over it, and since the degree ofkn()wl-

edge and consequently of power was strengthened by the tone of voice

in which the name was uttered, writing, which was a permanent record

of the name, naturally contributed to this power, as did both drawing

and sculpture, since both were a means of asserting knowledge of the

object and consequently of exercising over it the power that knowledge

gave.4

The belief in the written and spoken power of words derives, ulti-

mately, not from a courtly social matrix, where a king's word was law,
but rather from religious associations attached to the very invention of

writing. In the earliesttexts from ancient Sumer (ca. 3300 B.C.E.),we find

a pictographic cuneiform (or "wedge-writing") system employed to
record the daily activities of religious authorities who were concerned
foremost with the number of sacrificial animals and foodstuffs brought

to the temple. The pictographic script gradually would become syllab-

ically oriented over the next five hundred years, but would forever retain
its connection to the images that the original signs represented. By 2500

B.C.E.this system had become rich in what we would call "literary" allu-
sive sophistication and was employed by a variety of different language
groups.s Throughout the more than three-thousand-year history of

Mesopotamia, both writing and reciting constituted sacred acts, and the
. highly protected technological privilege of a select few who were not

just scholars but also magicians, physicians, and priests. Thus in second-
millennium documents we hear that writing is the" cosmic bond of all

things"6 and the secret of scribes and gods. In fact, the Mesopotamian

gods also kept ledgers, or "tablets of life," on which they inscribed the
destinies of individuals? Moreover, the Mesopotamian creation myth

Enuma Elish, which was recited during a ritual enactment of the myth
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on the fourth day of the new year festival, begins with an act of speak-
ing that brings all things into existence.

Writing appeared in Egypt around 3000 B.C.E.,in the form of the hiero-

glyphic script, a writing system that worked on phonetic, syllabic, and
logographic levels. Though genetically unrelated to the Mesopotamian

system, hieroglyphic Egyptian similarly expanded, over time, its rep"er-
toire of signs while retaining and multiplying their visual associations.
The pictographic nature of the script permitted scribes to write in mul-
tiple directions: right to left, left to right, even top to bottom, and some-

times alternately left to right and then right to left, in "boustrophedon"
(literally, "as the ox plows") fashion. Also,as in the Mesopotamian sys-

tem, hieroglyphs were the tools of an elite priesthood expert in medi-
cine and magic. The scribes guarded and boasted of their technological

secrets, with a zeal that rivals even Microsoft.8 Writing was, to use the
Egyptian expression, "the words of the gods" (mdw-ntr), and the scribal

art was to the Egyptians an occupation without equal.9 The ibis-headed
god Thoth is credited with the invention of writing and is said to be

"excellent of magic" and "Lord of hieroglyphs." He appears writing the
hieroglyphic feather sign representing the word Ma'at, which stands for
the cosmic force of equilibrium by which kings keep their thrones and

justice prevails. The link between writing and Ma'at suggests that

Egyptian scribes viewed the scribal art a,s integral to maintaining this
cosmic equilibrium.lo

The spoken word was equally potent in Egypt. Execration and

prophetic texts abound and bespeak a belief in the efficacy of spoken

words. The oracular use of speech is evidem-m the term for the Egyptian
temple's innermost sanctum or, literally, "the Mouth of the House"

(r3-pr).11The written and the spoken word similarly play prominent roles
in the Egyptian description ofcreation,12

The Hebrew Bible displays a belief in the power of words similar to

the belief evidenced in Egyptian and Mesopotamian records. This is not

surprising, since Israel became a cultural conduit and receptacle for
Egyptian and Mesopotamian influences, and since in Canaan (which

eventually would become the land of Israel) writing first appeared in

cuneiform script.13 Even as the Israelites rejected parts of the cosmo-
politan culture they inherited, the belief in the power of words prevailed.
Thus, while the biblical legal code states that the Israelites rejected all

forms of magical praxis and divination, the very presence of laws pro-
hibiting such practices, and references to speech and words found else-
where in the Bible, imply a belief in the pow!!r of words on a par with
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M~sopotamian and Egyptian dogmata.14 Also, qod's creation in Genesis
takes place by fiat, arid the Israelite holy of holies is called a debtr,a word

derived from the Hebrew root for "speaking."15 A belief in the power
of words explains why the prophets often speak in the past tense about

events they predict for the future. Once spokep., an event is as good as
realized.16 The written word apparently was no less important, for as
the God ofIsrael informs Moses in Exodus 32:33, "Whoever has sinned

respecting me, him will I blot out from my text [sepher]."Job, too, cries
out, "Oh that my.words were written! Oh that my words were inscnDed
in a text [sepher]" (Job 19:23).

Despite their obvious differences, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and
Israelite cultures had in common a conception of words as vehicles of

power, of creation by fiat, and of the oracular use of written and spo-
ken worils. This observation greatly affects how we understand the
written words that these cultures have left us. What we label "literary"

or "rhetorical"was to them a deployment of power-of divine and,

.in many.cases, magical import-as demonstrated by the ubiquitous
appearance of wordplay in these texts,17 Since words are deemed loci

of power, puns and paronomasia must have more power because they
magnify meaning through association.18 In the Mesopotamian and

Egyptian scripts, wordplay often takes place purely on a vistiallevel,
suggesting that the visual dimension of the sign, like the spoken word,
conveys power.19 DraWing on technojargon, we might say that written

puns provide multiple links. Other devices, such as chiasm, acrostics,2°
and parallelism, might not be mere embellishments but rather mani-

festations of divinity and vehicles by which scribes harnessed the power
of words. .

The power of images extended beyond the script to iconography and

the plastic arts. In Egypt, for example, sculptures also read as hiero-
glyphic signs, and drawings functioned as tools of magic.21 This is why

Egyptian pharaohs wore sandals with soles that depicted the ritual anI\i-
hilation of their enemies. By placing their foes beneath their feet, they.

could magically trample them daily. Since art was language in Egypt,

.drawingsand sculpturesalsocarriedverbaldimensions.22Thename, .

being essentially a word, was also a locus of power that could be han-
dled in written form only by experts familiar with the dangers of this
power. This is why pharaohs possessed one secret name, and why car-

touches were essentially hieroglyphs bound by the magical power of a
knotted rope. We also see the belief in a tie between one's name and one's
existence in usurping pharaohs' blotting of their predecessors out of exis-

tence by chiseling their names from inscriptions.

( (

SCRIBAL ACTIVITY IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 137

The belief in the power of words, despite its importance, is seldom

incorporated 'into studies on ancient writing. and literacy, yet even a
scribal error, an accidental slip of the stylus, could have devastating con-
sequences. An accurate memory is everything, copying is sacred, and
knowledge of the associative subtleties embedded in a text is tantamount

to secret knowledge of the divine.23 the r~cher the allusive language,
the more portents embedded in.the text-or, in cyberlanguage, the more
links embedded in a text, the more influential it is.

Our experiences with cybermedia, especially because we are biased

users of particular platforms, also urge us to explore the various phys-
ical media to which ancient scribes committed their words and their cul-

tural attitudes. For the Mesopotamians, the medium of choice was clay.

Most of the writings that have survived, ranging from administrative
and divinatory teXts to poems and paeans, are in clay. There are a few
documents in other materials, such as stone, but stone was not native

to Mesopotamia (or to Egypt, for that matter), and so such materials were

reserVedfor monumental inscriptions. .
While clay as a writing medium might appear a mundane topic, doc-

umented religious beliefs about clay allow us to appreciate more fully

the Mesopotamian scribes' approach to their material. It is of import,
for example, that the Mesopotamians saw clay as the medium with which

the gods mixed blood to form the first living mortal. The placental after-
birth also was called" clay," and the expression "baked brick" was an

idiomatic term for "newborn," similar to the vulgar English idiom "bun

in the oven," equating the womb with a heat sOUIce.24Clay is also the
material that the Mesopotamians used to build their homes. Thus it is

the material of creation, both for gods and for humans. When a scribe

impressed a stylus into moist clay, he was, in a~ense, participating in
creation. He was giving form to language. \.,

Several other examples can be mentioned that reveal the intimate

connections among architecture, creation, and language in Mesopota-
mian culture. Ea, the god of magic, is said to have "built" his words,2S
and the gods did not" create" humans but rather "built" them (as we

find also in the book of Genesis 2:22,in connection with Eve).WIi!also

find in Mesopotamia the use of clay cones inscribed with prayers and
temple dedications. These cones were driven into temple walls and
sometimes buried in the cornerstones of buildings, much like modern

time-capsules. They were rarely intended for human eyes, and, once set

into temple walls, would become the words that magically held the tem-

ple together and gave it longevity.26 If the medium is the message, then
in ancient Mesopotamia the message was constructive; it was creation,
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a message reminiscent of modem technophrases like "build a cyber-
portfolio" and "create a Web site."

In Egypt, clay is the medium of builders, but papyrus is the preferred
medium of scribes. Here, too, we find a religious attachment to the writ-
ten mediUm, both in the script and in the Egyptian mythologies.27 Thus

the hieroglyphic sign representing a papyrus clump denotes concepts
like "flourish," "joy;" and "life" and appears as an apotropaic symbol

on magical amulets. Several deities, such as the life-giving Nile god Hapi,
appear with the papyrus hieroglyph, a fact that illustrates the connec-

tion of papyrus to divinity and creation. In Egyptian belief, papyrus pil-
lars also held up the sky, and papyriform columns architecturally

supported Egyptian temples, suggesting the forces of creation. As in
Mesopotamia, the architectural connection to the creative aspect of writ-
ing obtains at the linguistic level as welL In Egyptian, the term "house"
can mean a stanza of poetry, and "bricks" and "walls" can refer to stichs

and lines.28 With computer terminology in mind, I note that at .an

inscription at Edfu an unrolled papyrus scroll is referred to as "magic
spread out," thus characterizing scrolling and unscrolling as acts of mag-

ical praxis.29 In fact, the word "magic" O.lkJ)appears with the determic
native for a scroll. Writing on papyrus, therefore, .was to those who

employed the materials of magic and creation much as employing clay
was to the Mesopotamian scribe.

Such observations are suggestive as a backdrop when we examine

scribal activity in the Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew word for writing sur-
face, seph£r,is used for a wide variety of media that include stone, clay,
papYrus( parchment, and potsherds, and the verbs used for writing occur
with equal variety.30 Moreover, the words "scroll" and "tablet" often

appear side by side, and both appear as media for containing sacred
words. Yet the Israelites, unlike their superpower neighbors, evidently
did not attach special religious significance to their written media

(whether scroll, parchment, or tablet), even though the Hebrew Biblepor-

trays words as loci of power and the creation of the first mortal from clay.31
It is the writing alone that is sacred, and the medium becomes sacredby

default. It is as if the conception of the text transcended the written page.
Even if we look to Jewish tradition as contained in the later Talmudic

tractate SepherTorah,we find that the parchment used for the Torah scroll
must come from ritually clean animals, but this attaches no religious

significance to the animal from which the parchment was taken.32
The intimate connection between physical media and religious beliefs

as reflected in these media also compels us to look anew at the compo-

sition of ancient Near Eastern texts. For example, the number of tablets
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and verses comprising a particular ritual text may be not so much a func-
tion of space considerations as a consequence of cultural conceptions of
certain numbers. For example, the Mesopotamian creation account was

neatly composed on seven tablets, and seven was a well-known sacred
number in Mesopotamia.33 I am reminded of the rabbinic observation
that the first line in the biblical creation of Genesis begins with seven

words, the number seven playing a prominent structural role in that com-

position. The Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh was redacted into twelve
tablets that possibly correspond to the sexigesimal system of the Mesopo-
tamians.34 It is of note that the scribe who redacted the epic came from

a family of exorcists steeped in the magical sciences.35 I could cite other
ancient Near Eastern texts, both biblical and extrabiblical, that illustrate

such numerically allusive compositional structures.36
In line with this observation is the use of numbers to represent words

and names, a practice that appeared first in Mesopotamia and, later, in
the r.abbinic interpretive strategy known as Gematria. In Mesopotamia
this practice was not literary whimsy; it Was how divine secrets were

derived from texts.37 Many gods' names also can be read as numbers;
thus the number thirty may be read as Sin the moon god; Ishtar, as fifteen;
Enlil, as fifty; and so on.38The connection of deities to numbers is wide-

spread and perhaps helps us to understand the numerical significance
of later non-Mesopotamian divinities, such as the God of Israel, who, we
are told in Deuteronomy 6:4, is One.39It also may explain the preoccu-

pation that later Jewish scribes, such as the Masoretes, had in the ninth

century C.E.with counting all the words and verses in the Bible. In fact,
the tradition of counting letters and words must be far more ancient

than the Masoretes, for it is embedded in the very wo!d sopher,"scribe"-
literally" one who counts," or who" gives anaccount"'as we might say.40

Finally, our inquiry into ancient cyberesqi1e conceptions of media nat-
urally leads up to an examination of images as text. Throughout the Near
East we find a fascinating conceptual correspondence between pictures

and writing, surpassing even the power of a Nike symboL In Egypt, the

word tit means not only "written words" or "letters" but also an "artis-
tic image," "form," or "sign."41 To Egyptians, the sculpted image of a
god was both an image and a living word. Thus the New Kingdom book
of the dead depicts the weighing of the pharaoh's heart against the
feather of truth (Ma'at) but would never show Pharaoh's heart tipping

. the scales. Had the scribe illustrated this, Pharaoh would not have
entered into the afterlife, since the images enscripted Pharaoh's future.

Within the broader cultural conception of word as image and its asso-
ciation with creation, the Israelites appear somewhat anomalous, since

"
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the Bible's ten commandments specifically prohibit the creation of

graven images but demand the transmission of divine knowledge by
way of the written and spoken words. Moreover, although the Hebrew

word for an alphabetic letter ('at) also means "sign, portent," the Bible
nowhere connects the two semantic ranges or attaches religious import

to particular letters outside the tetragrammaton, or sacred name of God,
Yahweh. I believe that this puzzle can be solved, at least in part, with

acknowledgment of the generative role that the sacred script (and, in
the case of the Israelites, a consonantal script) played in ancient Near

Eastern religions. Although the Hebrew script evolved from pictographic

signs,42 and the Old Canaanite script that preceded it had adopted the
directional flexibility of hieroglyphic Egyptian, by the time of the Israelites

it had lost its pictographic associations, and its direction had become
fixed. Thus its associative dimension was limited to such sound devices

as paronomasia; and, by contrast with the Egyptian and Mesopotamian
conceptions of writing as an act of creation, the book of Genesis reports
creation as solely an oral work, even though later Jewish tradition recalls
the role of the alphabet in the creative process.43 I cannot help wonder-

ing if the nonpictographic script played a partial role in shaping the
ancient Israelite conception of creation.

Since I have written at length about ancient scribes, it is onlyappro-

priate that I conclude by quoting one of them. The citation comes to us
from the stylus of a nameless Egyptian master of script, and although
it was written at a time and in a place wholly foreign to us, it reminds

our tech-savvy world that the utility of technology depends upon the

quality of its use, and that its quality provides for its own legacy. Here
are the words of the sage:

As for the erudite scribes from the time of those who lived after the

gods, they could prophesy what was to come, their names have become

eternal, [and though] they are no more, they finished their lives, and

all their relatives have been forgotten. They did not make for them-

selves pyramids of metal; with coffins of iron. They were not able to

leave heirs in children, pronouncing their names, but they made heirs

of themselves in the writings and in [the scrolls.of wisdom] which they

composed.44
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